F rom the eighteenth to the late nineteenth century, school teaching in the United States transformed from a predominantly male to a predominantly female occupation. In an attempt to explain why education systems change over time, recent studies of education and state formation have focused on the interactions between the state and communities in the development of public schooling.
1 Unfortunately, this approach tends to overlook or ignore transformations in schooling that have occurred in the comparative absence of state intervention. In contrast, this chapter examines the shift from male to female teachers that occurred in two states from 1800 to 1850, a period that preceded the expansion of large public school systems in the United States.
This chapter investigates the role of the education marketplace in facilitating the entry of women into the occupation of teaching. In her comparative study of the social origins of educational systems in Russia, England, and other countries, Margaret S. Archer argued that "change occurs because new educational goals are pursued by those who have the power to modify previous practices." 2 Other scholars have positioned the locus of educational change in the interactions among subordinated and dominant social or political groups. What all of these theories share is a focus on social or political struggles rather than on supply and demand in the education market. While we do not seek to minimize the influence that that social and political struggles have had on the evolution of educational systems, in this chapter we argue that in the United States, supply and demand in the education market played a role in facilitating the access of women to teaching positions during the early national period. * * * This chapter brings together evidence from disparate local sources in North Carolina and New York to explore the structure of teacher labor markets from 1800 to 1850. Among the sources we examined are hundreds of newspaper advertisements for venture schools and academies in North Carolina, and detailed school and teacher employment records for one rural New York town. Considered in conjunction with scattered comparative material from other primary and secondary sources for those states, this evidence leads us to challenge a few key assumptions and suggest a few new lines of inquiry about regional variations in teacher employment, socioeconomic incentives for teachers, and the gender transformation in teaching in the early nineteenth century.
Specifically, this chapter presents evidence to suggest that during 1800-1850, the shift from male to female teachers was well under way in entrepreneurial schools in North Carolina. In fact, from 1820 to 1840, the rate of women entering academy and venture schoolrooms in North Carolina may have been higher than the rate of women taking up teaching in some areas of the Northeast. Similarly, it appears that in rural New York, the expansion of female teaching preceded, and occurred largely independent of, the tax-based system of support for common schools. In short, evidence from both places suggests that feminization occurred first through the market.
The Entry of Women into Teaching from 1800 to 1850
Over the past several decades, scholars have advanced a number of theories to explain the process that has been referred to as the "feminization of teaching." Factors believed to have motivated women to enter schoolrooms during these decades include a shortage of marriageable men, an increased demand for schooling as more towns established common schools, a low supply of men willing to teach, cultural assumptions about woman's sphere that provided ideological support for women teachers, and an evangelical commitment to missionary work.
3 Considering the question from the perspective of men's potential annual earnings, some scholars have claimed that men left teaching in the United States and Canada as the nature of schooling became more systematized. In particular, as the school year lengthened and as teaching evolved into "full-time" work, incompatible with other forms of employment, men accustomed to teaching the short "traditional" school term during the winter months and pursuing other lines of work during the summer left the profession.
